The inhibitory effect of steroids such as dexamethasone on the immune response of adults has been widely documented. Little is known, however, about the effect of these agents on the developing immune system in newborns. The present study describes the ontogeny of the sensitivity of peripheral blood T cells to dexamethasone during the first year of life. Cord blood T cells of preterm or term infants appear to be extremely sensitive to inhibition of the proliferative response. This high sensitivity of cells to dexamethasone can still be observed in the first 2 weeks after birth. Subsequently, the sensitivity to dexamethasone inhibition of T-cell proliferation gradually decreases. At 1 year of age, the adult response pattern has been acquired. ᭧
INTRODUCTION
It is now widely accepted that the adult immune system (IS) and neuroendocrine system (NES) interact. As far as regulation of the activity of the immune system by the neuroendocrine system is concerned, both the peripheral nervous system and the hypothalamus-pituitary-adrenal axis play important roles (Ader, Felten, & Cohen, 1991) . To date, little is known about the ontogeny of the interaction between the NES and the IS. In humans, both the NES and the IS are still immature at birth. The IS acquires the capacity to respond to certain types of antigens and gradually immunological memory will be built up (Rijkers, Sanders, Breukels, & Zegers, 1996; Pabst & Kreth, 1980) . The immaturity of the human immune system at birth is also reflected by differences in the capacity of accessory cells to present antigen and to produce certain cytokines (Watson, Oen, Ramdahin, & Harman, 1991; Splawski, Jelinek, & Lipsky, 1991; Van Tol, Zijlstra, Zegers, & Ballieux, 1984) . Although neonatal T cells can mount a proliferative response to stimulation with mitogen that is comparable to the adult response, the capacity to produce IL-2 is decreased (Watson, Oen, Ramdahin, & Harman, 1991; Splawski, Jelinek, & Lipsky, 1991) . Moreover, the addition of IL-2 to mitogen-stimulated cord blood cultures has a strong comitogenic effect. In cultures of adult peripheral blood, the comitogenic effect of IL-2 is much less pronounced (Kavelaars et al., 1995) .
The immature NES in rats is characterized by a decreased activity of the hypothalamus-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis. Their HPA axis is hyporesponsive to stress stimuli during the first 2 weeks after birth (Sapolsky & Meaney, 1986) . While in this stresshyporesponsive period, the capacity to increase corticosterone production is impaired and the expression of corticosteroid receptors in the brain is lower than that in adult animals (De Kloet, Rosenfeld, Van Eekelen, Sutanto, & Levine, 1988; Rosenfeld, Van Eekelen, Levine, & Kloet, 1993; Sapolsky & Meaney, 1986 
